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Field Crops Newsletter:

March, 2004

In General:
February was a very busy month with meetings and events almost every day; I guess it’s
best that we get these things done because as soon as weather allows we will be busy with
burndown applications and field preparation. Corn planting is just around the corner, and you will
have to start making commitments on fields and acres for the 2004 crop.
I will have to brag just a little about the Crop College program we finished last week. We
had six Monday night programs on soils, varieties, weeds, insects, diseases, economics/risk
management. We had a total of 22 total participants, and almost half of them had prefect
attendance. A few were only able to come for one or two sessions, but we were glad to have them
too. I believe this was one of the most successful programs we have had in a long time, and I want
to offer it in other parts of the area next year. We learned a lot about how to run a program like this,
and the next one should be even better.
Cotton:
Making a decision on cotton planting is going to be difficult for people who also grow corn
and soybeans. Prices are attractive for all of our crops, and it looks like they may get even better as
the time draws near for making final decisions. With the cheap U.S. dollar, it is attractive for
importers to buy from us these days; plus there are conditions which may cause crops to be at lower
world supply levels. Together, these factors point to higher prices; consequently importers and
domestic users of agricultural commodities are being driven to “buy” acres this year.
The economics may be interesting, but the agronomic aspects of growing crops are what we
need to consider here. It looks like we will be able to sell what we grow; now we have to do the
very best job possible of producing these crops. Everything begins with the soil; so look closely at
all the factors that form the basis for good yields: drainage, pH, and the levels of phorphorus,
potassium, sulfur, and important micronutrients like boron and zinc shown on your soil test reports.
Consider starter fertilizers too as a way of getting the crop off to a strong start. With nitrogen prices
at their highest levels in years, we need to maximize the efficiency of this element by making sure
all the other soil factors are as they should be. I firmly believe in the old principle that crops can
only produce at the level set by the most limiting soil fertility factor, regardless of how much of the
others may be provided. Throughout my career, I have seen people apply very high levels of N for
cotton when other factors, especially pH and potash have been low, only to get a lot of vegetation
and no more yield than they would have produced with less N. Make sure you have all the soil
fertility bases covered as well as you can.
By now you probably have run your course on debating the cotton variety decision. We
have really pounded that subject this year, mainly because there are several very good varieties
available. And with the potential for reduced cotton acreage, the suppliers have been competing
hard for your business. If you are still undecided, stay with the two main principles: the varieties

you are familiar with; and those which perform well in the official variety trials conducted by our
own experiment stations and researchers. Call me if I can help.
A common question lately has been that of plant population/seeding rate. With the pricing
system for cotton planting seed, and the improved accuracy of the planters most of you have these
days, there is an incentive for reducing the seeding rate. The work I did last year with DP555BGRR
in Rankin County showed that on better cotton soils there was no difference between 3 and 4 seed
per foot. However, on heavier clay soil, 4 seed per foot did produce more. With this variety, there
was no question that 2 seed per foot of row was insufficient. It may be a bad assumption that
results seen with this one variety are indicative of what may be seen with other varieties.
Differences in fruiting and branching habits may allow some varieties to react differently. I hope to
look at this more closely this year. My theory is that some varieties may be better suited to reduced
populations than others. I will be the first to admit that comparing results from different years is
dangerous, but in this case I feel it offers some insight into this question. The following are results
for three varieties with differing fruiting habits that show differing responses to plant population.
Excuse the differing chart types; the yields are all expressed as seedcotton.
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These studies with PM1218BGRR and SG501BR
were done by Drs. Buehring and McCarty, and the
one with DP555BGRR is the one I did in 2003.
Even though the locations are different, the soil
characteristics are somewhat similar, both in
prairie type soil areas. The relationships of
population and variety suggest we cannot assume
population effects are the same for all varieties.
This is a facet of the subject that needs more
study. Although varieties change fast these days,
we should be able to make generalizations based
on plant structure and fruiting characteristics.

Corn:

I believe we need to continue with our cotton/corn rotations as long as we possibly can, even
in the face of indecision over crop choice. For many of you, corn is a part of the cotton production
system. Corn reduces reniform nematode levels, while increasing soil organic matter and water
holding capacity. Several years ago, Mr. M.V. Patel, who ran the Extension Plant Pathology
diagnostic laboratory and I did a simple study in a field near Goodman to evaluate the effect of corn
on reniform nematode numbers. Prior to planting corn, this field, which had been farmed in cotton
form many years had high numbers of reniform nematodes. The following chart shows how one
and two years of corn affected the reniform population.
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As I am writing, the days of March are passing, and by the time you read this the first week
will have passed. Our recommended planting date for corn in this area is around the 22nd, and
should rains continue as they have recently we will be very fortunate to get started planting by that
date. Early planting gives you advantages in almost every facet of corn production, so plant as soon
as possible after that date. Some of you on the south end of my area can even shave a few days off
that date if the weather allows.
Plant to the proper depth of 1.5 to 2 inches and be careful to close the seed slit as well as
possible to improve seed-to-soil contact and avoid the rootless corn syndrome some of you
experienced last spring. Early morning soil temperature at 2 inches should be above 55F.
Soybeans:
It’s hard to believe we are hearing talk about $10 or more for soybeans. Not since the 1970s
have we heard numbers like this. Not only does the market for soybeans look tempting to a lot of
people who have not grown this crop in years; soybeans are attractive because they do not require
the high priced nitrogen that will be needed for cotton and corn. However; in light of volatile
world conditions today, I’m hesitant to get too comfortable with this heyday lasting very long. I
hope I’m wrong.
Historical Soybean Market – 1970 to 2004

The problem with greatly-increased soybean acreage will be the availability of planting
seed, especially in the most popular varieties. Another limiting factor may be the supply of
Rhizobium inoculant for treating seed being planted on fields that have not been in soybeans lately.
And believe me; this is one thing you had better not forget to do. Without inoculant, soybeans will
need as much or more N than cotton to produce a decent crop.
There is one very important thing I want to discuss briefly. In the sixties and seventies when
soybean acreage grew rapidly, we disked up pastures and hay fields, resulting in terrible soil erosion
losses. Should we choose to plant a big soybean crop again, we can now plant directly into sod with
no-till drills and Roundup Ready varieties. There is no need to destroy the sod totally as we did in
that earlier period. We know how to do this now, so leave the disk in the weeds.
In Conclusion:
As I have said on several occasions over the years, this is a time for cool heads and very
thoughtful consideration of the factors at hand. With all three major corps at good price levels, I
would suggest a three-way mix if you have the assets to deal with all three crops. This way you
take advantage of opportunities in all three markets, reduce risks, and continue rotating. It will
require a dramatic drop in all three crops to cause severe damage. It’s difficult to book
commodities under conditions like this, but some conservative selling is probably indicated. A
good principle is to sell a third when you decide to plant, another third when the crop is up and
growing, and the other third when the crop is made. Good crop insurance coverage is another good
idea as a way of reducing risk and gaining confidence needed to make good marketing decisions.
I hope to start getting out into the area more as planting time approaches. Call if you need
our help. Thanks for your time.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D., CCA
Area Agent – Agronomic Crops
Events:
Farm Bureau Commodity Conf. – Jackson – Hilton on I55 North, 11:00AM, Monday, March 8.
*Profitable Pastures Conference – MSU Campus, Bost Bldg. – 9:00AM-4:00PM, Friday, March 12.
*Profitable Pastures Conference – CMREC Raymond – 9:00AM-4:00PM Saturday, March 13.
*There is a $20 registration fee for the Profitable Pastures Conference to pay for publications.
Farmers’ Breakfast Meeting – Montgomery County Extension Office, 7:30AM, Monday, March 29.
Private Applicator Training – Montgomery County Extension Office, 6:00PM, Monday, March 29.

